Modern scholars have tended to neglect the role of descendants of the Prophet Muhammad when considering the intricate transnational networks that developed over the centuries in Islam. They have paid more attention to schools of law, sects, mystical brotherhoods and pilgrims. Earlier generations of scholars, however, were keenly attuned to the significance of the genealogical charisma of the lineage of the Prophet, and the subject is coming back into vogue.
1
Such an 'Islamic aristocracy' might scarcely appear to conform to the model of a religious International in modern times, given that membership was by birth. Moreover, many descendants of the Prophet were resolutely opposed to anything that smacked of modernity. Nevertheless, segments of this hereditary elite played a key role in rejuvenating Islam from the latter part of the eighteenth century CE. Moreover, they did so, at least in part, through a religiously inflected voluntarism that was typical of emerging religious internationals elsewhere in the world, with the use of modern techniques and through interventions in the public sphere. This example suggests that the break between early modernity and modernity did not need to be absolute, and that some older transnational structures were able to adapt to changing circumstances.
This chapter focuses on one particular group of descendants of the Prophet who originated from Hadhramaut, today in eastern Yemen. From the middle of the eighteenth century, they reinforced existing diasporic structures across the Indian Ocean, becoming very successful entrepreneurs with a strong political and social impact in host societies. Because of their wealth and status, they were uniquely placed to adopt modern procedures, both associational and material, to achieve religious ends. They can perhaps be characterized as a hybrid religious international, simultaneously deeply traditional and profoundly modern.
Descent from the Prophet in Islamic History
As Muhammad had no surviving male offspring, particular status accrued to those issued from the marriage between his daughter Fatima and his cousin 'Ali, the fourth caliph and the first imam of Shi'i varieties of Islam. Patrilineal descendants of al-Husayn, the Prophet's grandson, adopted the title of sayyid (pl. sada), while those of the line of al-Hasan, another grandson, held the title of sharif (pl. ashraf ). This distinction was somewhat erratically observed, and in South Asia the term ashraf referred more widely to Muslims of Middle Eastern origins. The collective term for the Prophet's line was ahl al-bayt, 'people of the house'.
2 They were thought to number some 30 million in the 1980s, a little under three per cent of the estimated global Muslim population.
3
Men transmitted their exalted status to all their offspring, whether born from up to four free wives of any social background or from an unlimited number of servile concubines. In contrast, a woman from this group could only marry another descendant of the Prophet. The 'people of the house' soon attempted to place barriers against impostors by developing sophisticated genealogical techniques. 4 The status of the ahl al-bayt rose in the 'middle period' of Islamic history (more or less early modern times), for they benefited from a growing reverence for the person of the Prophet, who was generally deemed to have been sinless by the thirteenth century. A visit to his grave in Medina became an increasingly prominent part of the pilgrimage, and celebrations of his birthday became ever more elaborate. Sufis propagated ideas of the 'perfect man' and his mystical 'light'. 5 The ahl al-bayt were believed to possess a special spiritual gift, baraka, the term used for President Obama's first name. This can be translated as 'blessing', but it can also connote magical power. A male believer meeting such a man was expected to 'kiss' (more accurately smell) his hand, as a sign of respect and as a means of attracting blessings. 'People of the house' might be seen as uniquely qualified to act as religious specialists and played a major role in peaceful conversion on peripheries of the Islamic world.
